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A rt, independently of form and of aesthetic quality, has always constituted - together with the spoken language - the primary means of communication. The transmission of cultural 
values through artistic genres has been intensely studied for different eras and in different 
social contexts. 1 What has been described as 'the power that visual evidence possesses, to 
define what a society considers both normal and eccentric'2 still remains mostly unstudied 
for much of Malta's past. The utilization of art forms as reinforcers of the political and 
religious power structures in eighteenth-century Malta is evident to a very considerable 
extent. The study of the ways of assimilation of European artistic movements in Malta during 
the period - in terms of which and at what point in time were particular European artistic 
styles adopted - now enables an attempt at outlining the contribution of locally available art 
in the reinforcing of the social and political status quo. No artistic medium remained untouched 
by the influence of European baroque - from sculpture to painting and architecture, from 
silverware to jewellery and costume, and from book to furniture design.3 
Major visual media of communication in eighteenth-century Malta comprised imagery, 
architecture, and public spectacle and entertainment, all of a secular or religious inspiration. 
Their aggregate communicative potential was of velY considerable importance, given the 
sheer extent of their presence in an increasingly affluent society as well as the fact that this 
was mostly unfettered by restrictive factors such as linguistic competence, illiteracy, and, to 
a certain extent, social class differentiations. The baroque transformation of the Maltese 
islands, initiated during the mid-seventeenth centUlY, proceeded unabated throughout the 
following one, with the advent of neo-classicism discernible only during the last two decades. 
The exposure to baroque coincided and interacted with the grand masters' striving for the 
outward manifestation of their sovereign status.4 The utilization of baroque art as a medium 
of communication undoubtedly played a crucial role in the reinforcing of the political and 
religiOUS power structures and in the accentuation of social class distinctions, particularly 
through the notion of conspicuous consumption.' In contrast, the presence of non-sanctioned 
visual communicative forms, comprising prohibited imagery and rituals and having the opposite 
objective becomes more evident locally during the course of the century. 
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Imagery available in eighteenth-century Malta illustrated different themes and, irrespective of 
its artistic merits, served as jln important tool of propaganda for the aggrandizement of the 
political and ecclesiastical power structures. The higher quality baroque imagery intended 
for public display and consumption enhanced the institutions' striving for increasing prestige 
and power through sheer awe-inspiring depictions. Moreover, the execution of high quality 
and expensive works of art served to enhance the status of the individual commissioning 
them as much as that of the individual or institution they actually depicted and glorified. The 
commissioning, for instance, of the set of Flemish tapestries for the conventual church depicting 
the life of Christ certainly exalted the image of Grand Master Ramon Perellos, who financed 
them, at least as much as they served to reinforce Catholic fervour and orthodoxy. This was 
achieved not least through the manner in which such works of art were displayed for the 
public'S stupefaction.6 Earthly prestige and not simply concern for the inculcation of devotion 
and for the salvation of one's soul was certainly a primary motivation in the commissioning 
of religious works of aIt by eighteenth-century grand masters, individual members of the 
Order and by the affluent in general whose identity invariably featured prominently on the 
work executed. Cheaper and more commonly available imagelY, mostly in the form of prints 
and coinage reached out to all social classes and geographical areas of the island, forcing 
upon the masses, as it were, the reality of the existence and might of the ruling establishments 
upon the most socially and physically remote of their subjects and inf~i·s. 
The visual representation of power 
The adoption of the various artistic genres for the visual depiction of political and religiOUS 
power in eighteenth-century Malta assumed unprecedented dimensions. Baroque indeed 
provided an aesthetically attractive and affordable means for the glorification of the secular 
power. It was, as has been observed, 
in the illusive ideology of the baroque that the Order sought to slake its thirst for political power and 
glory. The baroque achievement in Malta was the dilated expression of the Order's new political 
attitudes and values, a new way of life, an ideological alternative which radically altered the entire 
Maltese environment.? 
The eighteenth-century absolutist philosophy was reflected in the full flourishing of the 
baroque style in practically every form of artistic expression. It represented the major driving 
force behind the power structures' use of art as a reinforcer of their power base throughout 
eighteenth-century Europe, the process being well on its way by the second half of the 
preceding century with the creation of Versailles. In the Maltese case, this moreover coincided 
with a period of stability and particularly of economic prosperity which made possible the 
use of very substantial resources by both political and religiOUS establishments for the 
commissioning of artistic works intended to be visible and indeed awe-inspiring to all, making 
their subjects more conscious of their existence, vitality, and power.H The main artistic media 
for the iconographic depiction of power comprised statuary, painting, printed imagery and 
coinage. 
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Statuary and sculpture 
The grand master's position as head of a religious Order had traditionally precluded him 
from indulging in the depiction of his own image in a three-dimensional artistic format, even 
in his role of a secular ruler. Up to the second half of the seventeenth century, the representation 
of the grand master's figure in the form of a bust was limited to mausoleums, with such 
depiction being devoid of any hint of regal pretensions.9 The incorporation of the ruler's 
bust in prominent areas of the more important edifices constructed by particular grand masters 
was carried out by Nicola Cotoner (1663-80), Gregorio Carafa (1680-90), Antonio Manoel de 
Vilhena (1722-36), and Emmanuel Pinto (1741-73). Vilhena had a full-length statue of himself 
in regal posture erected within his Fort Manoel project, even if the statue was not actually 
commissioned by him. 10 The statue was even eulogized in the 1735 and 1736 CaJendimaggio 
festivities held at Valletta, one of the major secular local annual celebrations. 11 Grand masters 
who refrained from displaying their image on public buildings normally compensated this by 
the prominent inclusion of their coats-of-arms framed within a flamboyant panoply of baroque 
decoration. A notable example of this was Perellos' coat of arms on the Porte des Bombes 
gate. 
The period also witnessed the commissioning of much more impressive mausoleums by 
the grand masters, again starting with that of Nicola Cotoner and continuing down to that of 
Emmanuel de Rohan, the last grand master to be interred on the island. The mausoleums of 
Grand Masters Cotoner and Perellos have indeed been described as 'perhaps the most striking 
sculptures of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries in St John's'Y During the 
eighteenth century it increasingly became the practice for the ruling grand master to commission 
his funerary monument - invariably incorporating his effigy - and to have it erected in the 
conventual church during his lifetime. Perellos' monument was in place in late 1704, a good 
15 years prior to the grand master's demise. 13 Vilhena's monument was similarly executed six 
years prior to his death.14 This practice ensured the commissioning of highly impressive 
works of art from greatly renowned artists, foremost among which were Giuseppe Mazzuoli 
and Massimiliano Soldani BenzLIs The sepulchral monuments thus served as testimony of 
the secular prince's power during his lifetime and rule and not simply as vestiges of past 
rulers. In their entirety the monuments were one of the most permanent, impressive, and 
expressive publicly viewable elements of the personality cult consciously inculcated by most 
eighteenth-century grand masters and celtainly an outstanding example of 'the baroque [thatl 
makes us relish, in the fleeting passage of time, a foretaste of Eternity' .16 Their grandeur 
managed to sufficiently impress even the succeeding antagonistic French regime into respecting 
them.17 
The local production and availability of religious-inspired statuary had much deeper roots 
than its secular counterpart. While the presence of statuary depicting the vast array of established 
devotions was by no means an eighteenth-century development, increased prosperity and 
contacts with Catholic states certainly did much to increase its presence, to generally improve 
its artistic quality, and to make that artistic medium more accessible to the population at 
large. I8 Dazzling works of religiOUS sculpture were commissioned by the Order, its individual 
members, the Maltese religiOUS establishments, and individual well-off Maltese. These works 
included the Baptism of Christ composition, executed in marble by Giuseppe Mazzuoli (1703) 
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and the set of solid silver statues depicting the apostles (1741), both for the conventual 
church. 
The elaboration of practically all the symbols of Catholicism from the baroque rebuilding 
of ecclesiastical edifices to the refinement of village feasts and other annual religious 
celebrations could not but include religious statuary as an essential element. The rebuilt 
churches often included an elaborately carved prospettiva facing the high or side altars with 
calved images in relief or in three-dimension. 19 An important seventeenth-century precedent 
was the impressive statue of St Paul, attributed to the renowned Maltese sculptor Melchiorre 
Gafa and executed in the second half of the seventeenth century.20 The increase in the 
number of parishes and the evolving of the annual parish feast in celebration of the patron 
saint required the availability of life-size statues to be carried in the procession, the latter 
gradually becoming the focal point of the feast. 21 Rather than remaining at the level of a two-
dimensional, static, and somewhat remote painted figure on the main altar, the inclusion of 
life-size statuaIY in parish feasts made the patron saint assume more human characteristics, 
transforming the latter into a moving figure with which actual physical contact was possible 
and which could moreover be surrounded by the most exuberant form of celebration not 
sanctioned within the solemn and Latinized environment of the parish church itself. The 
elaboration of the village feast celebration with the use of statuaIY assuming central importance 
was paralleled by that of other religious celebrations, foremost among which were the Good 
Friday processions. The latter, albeit on a much more sombre note, similarl~ started to feature 
the use of statuaIY carried in processionY The celebration of Chris'hJas also started to 
include the use of cribs and statues of Jesus. 25 
The eighteenth century similarly witnessed an increase in the practice of erecting popular 
religious statlJalY. This often took the form of publicly-placed niches as signs of devotion by 
both the urban and rural populations. The more popular Marian titles, saints, and the souls of 
purgatory were the most common subjects of this form of religious statuary.2i 
Secular portraiture and religious painting 
In contrast with sculpture, depiction through painted portraiture was not limited to the 
portrayal of the ruler, but was increasingly utilised by the more prominent members of the 
Order and the Maltese elite. Many of those who counted for anything in eighteenth-century 
Malta, whether lay or ecclesiastic, had their portrait commissioned. The demand for portraits, 
increasingly considered as important status symbols, provided fashionable portrait painters 
like Vincenzo Pace, Giuseppe Grech, Francesco Zahra, and Antoine de Favray, among others, 
with a steady flow of commissions. Social status was conveyed both by the display of one's 
portrait as well as through the manner of iconographical representation. Fine clothing, jewellery, 
wigs and other symbolic paraphernalia intended for contemporalY and future viewers became 
as much a characteristic of the portraiture of the Maltese affluent classes as of that of members 
of the Order.25 
The portrayal of the grand masters went back to at least the last decades of the sixteenth 
centlllY, with tlle adopted artistic style reflecting not simply aItistic competence or contemporary 
conventions but also the current perception of the magistracy in terms of what it stood for. 
The portraits thus illustrate in the most vivid way the gradual move from the late sixteenth-
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century image of sombre Catholic piety to the mid-eighteenth century one of opulence and 
absolutist pretensions. As elsewhere, the official portrait of the ruler was hung together with 
those of his predecessors in his palace. Hence, to an even greater extent than the magistral 
mausoleums within the conventual church, the viewing of the grand master's official effigy 
was mainly restricted to the privileged elite having access to the ruler's residence. This was 
an elite which would normally have enjoyed direct access to the grand master's person and 
so did not require any form of iconographical representation of what their ruler actually 
looked like. The depiction of the ruler's physical characteristics - although necessary for 
purposes of identification - was certainly not more important than the symbolism and posture 
adopted in official portraiture. Familiar as they were with the ruler's appearance, the official 
portrait conveyed to the courtiers an image of power and dignity few rulers could actually 
sustain in everyday life. 
Increasingly so during the eighteenth century, the magistral portrait conveyed a powerful 
message of sovereign regality irrespective of what the physical and emotional characteristics 
of the grand master happened to be. The move towards the depiction of regality culminated 
in the Pinto portrait - a dazzling apotheosis of sovereignty - executed by Favray in 1747. By 
1700 all the stereotyped religious symbolism characteristic of most portraits down to that of 
Grand Master Carafa, comprising hour glass, crucifix, rosary beads, and prayer book, had 
disappeared completely from the official magistral portraits. As in the case of the mausoleums, 
the official portraits publicly pronounced what has been described as 'the process of 
secularization of the magistracy' .26 Even if lacking the glittering robes and the more flamboyant 
settings of the Pinto and Hompesch official portraits, those of Ximenes and de Rohan are no 
less potent in their depiction of dignified sovereignty. Particularly revealing is the portraiture 
of sixteenth-century grand masters executed during the eighteenth centUly. In his portraits 
depicting Grand Master L'Isle Adam's entry in Mdina in 1530 and of de la Valette leading the 
knights during the Great Siege, Favray demonstrated his mastery of portraiture in avoiding 
gross anachronisms while endoWing the grand masters' figures with the setting and posture 
characteristic of eighteenth-century absolutism. 
While the inner circle of courtiers and the high-ranking dignitaries of the Order had access 
to the official portrait, the ruler's image reached the rest of the population in the form of 
identical copies or variations to the official depiction. The palace portrait thus selved as the 
prototype for others displayed in the Order'S edifices and in the private homes of knights and 
of the more affluent Maltese. Although the demand for such portraits is difficult to ascertain, 
it does not appear to have been inconsiderable, particularly from Pinto's rule onwards.27 On 
a lower social scale, the grand master's effigy was made accessible in the form of prints 
which were again mostly copies of the official portrait. 
Paintings increasingly became one of the most impressive and accessible vehicles for the 
reinforcing of Catholic beliefs and orthodoxy in eighteenth-century Malta. The Order, the 
Maltese diocese, and the locally-established religious orders and lay confraternities all vied 
with each other in the commissioning of a profusion of religious paintings. The flourishing of 
baroque painting on the island resulted primarily from the almost unintenupted sojourn of 
Mattia Preti between 1661 and his death in 1699. 2B Initially kept busy by the Order's 
commissions, notably by the painting of the vault of the conventual church, Preti eventually 
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executed various commissions from the local religious institutions. The Order's presence 
hence provided - in the field of baroque painting as in most others - the initial impetus 
which was only then taken up by the ecclesiastical establishment in its uphill struggle to 
maintain some form of equality with the ruling foreign elite. Post-Preti religious paintings 
were commissioned from a number of local artists influenced to varying degrees by Preti's 
rendering of baroque art.29 A. Hauser's observation about the inherent qualities of baroque 
Catholic painting, that 'the sacred persons portrayed are to speak to the faithful as insistently 
as possible but under no circumstance to climb down to them' and that 'works of art are to 
make propaganda, to persuade, to overwhelm, but must do so in a choice and an elevated 
language' rendered such imagery particularly effective within the Maltese eighteenth-century 
rural setting in which religious art enjoyed an undisputed monopoly.3D Baroque religious 
painting - as in the case of sculpture and architecture - reached out from the urban to the 
rural areas predominantly via the parish church, the baroque transformation of which in its 
totality constituted a most explicit visual statement of Catholic power in practically every 
Maltese village of any size. Whereas in the urban areas, the political and ecclesiastical 
establishments held a delicate balance in the utilization of visual means for the communication 
of their power, in the rural areas the Catholic visual expression of assertiveness and grandeur 
in the form of a richly adorned parish church had little in the way of secular competition. 
On a much more humble artistic level were the depictions of religious figures or episodes 
for domestic adornment. Like practically all other items of domestic material culture for any 
period, the presence of religious paintings in Maltese homes has still t~e studied, mainly 
through a systematic analysis of inventories, wills and other documents of a legal nature 
which abound for the period. The available evidence in the form of denunciations to the 
Inquisition involving the desecration of religious imagery in homes, points out to the presence 
of religious paintings and other art forms even in the residences of the lower social echelons. 
More study has been devoted to popular religious painting in the form of ex-votos, 
commissioned by individuals hailing from different social strata as thanksgiving for some 
grace received. The visual reproduction featured in the ex-votos - often depicting nothing 
less than a dramatic rendering of the miracle taking place - would have made up for any 
effect lost in the generally poor artistic execution of the worksY A related form of depiction 
and one which is increasingly coming to light is graffiti. These, depicting a variety of scenes 
but especially ones relating to seafaring, may possibly have at times constituted a less financially 
demanding ex-voto practice.J2 
Printed imagery 
The production of printed imagery during the eighteenth century was among the most 
widespread and effective vehicles of visual communication. Its relatively cheap mass production 
in a variety of sizes and formats made it widely accessible. The availability of prints provided 
an inexpensive alternative to the more awe-inspiring sculptured and painted imagery to be 
found in churches and palaces, which were indeed sometimes popularized through their 
reproduction in print form. Moreover, the characteristics of printed imagery made it the most 
suitable visual medium which could be employed as a weapon against the established political, 
religious, and social status quo. Though perhaps not to the extent prevalent in England,33 
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Table 1 
The production of single-sheet printed imagery in Malta: 1756-81, 1791-93 
Category Total commissions % Total % Total of all 
commissions 
Devotional imagery 88 59.0 4.9 
Coats of alms 20 13.4 1.1 
Unidentified imagery 19 12.8 1.1 
Non-religious imagery 12 8.1 0.6 
Scapulars 10 6.7 0.6 
Totals 149 100.0 8.3 
Source: AOM Libri Giornali della Stamperia cli Sua Altezza Serenissima 2038-65 
this form of visual representation was a primary source of aesthetic experience in most 
European countries. Printed imagery was produced in single-sheet format, accompanied or 
unaccompanied by text, or else as illustration in published works. Of these, the first was by 
far the most Widely accessible and hence the more significant from the communicative point 
of view. 
The presence and dissemination of printed imagery in eighteenth-century Malta was greatly 
determined by the setting up of local printing facilities in 1756. Prior to that year all printed 
matter, including imagery, was imported. The type and availability of printed imagery in 
Malta prior to 1756 still requires study although its presence in single-sheet format has been 
ascertained. Specimens of imagery from available stocks were imported for commercial or 
private use. Prints were also specifically commissioned from abroad. After 1756 the facility 
for local production certainly made them much more readily available. 
Table 1 gives the figures for printing commissions of Single-sheet imagery submitted to the 
monopolistic state press between 1756-81 and 1791-93, for which the press records have 
survived. The total production amounted to 8.3 per cent of the entire press output, excluding 
imagery in Single-sheet advertisements and as illustrative material within books. 
Non-religious, Single-sheet printed imagery, produced locally or imported, consisted of 
portraiture and of other symbols of personal status, views, and maps and -least documented 
of all- pornography. The commissioning of print pOltraits of grand masters continued during 
the eighteenth century. These were produced both in series format, featuring all the grand 
masters down to the contemporary one as well as Single portraits depicting the current ruler. 
The publication of series portraits went back to at least the first decades of the seventeenth 
century. They were issued either on one single sheet or else as a set of larger, separate 
portraits. 3; Their presence in Maltese homes is documented even prior to their local 
production.3s The series engraved in Rome by Barbazza (763) and Cunego (776) were 
perhaps the most artistically refined, with portraits of individual grand masters from the 
series being subsequently utilised as frontispieces to books . .l6 Occasionally similar sets were 
reproduced in the local press, with payments for the local design and manufacture of a 
copperplate for a set of grand masters' portraits being recordedY In 1773, 30 sets of portraits 
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Table 2 
Recorded sales of the 1773 and 1778 sets of grand masters' portraits 
Production of 30 sets in December 1773 
1773 1774 1775 1776 1777 1778 1779 1780 1781 1791 1792 1793 
12 8 3 2 
Reprinting of 50 sets in November 1778 
1773 1774 1775 1776 1777 1778 1779 1780 1781 1791 1792 1793 
4 
Source: AOM Libri Giornali della Stamperia di Sua Altezza Serenissima 2038-65 
were produced locally, these being financed by the press itself to be sold with other press 
publications. In 1778, a further 50 copies of the set were printed, presumably using the same 
plates. 3H Never intended for mass circulation, these sets were produced in limited quantities 
and sold at ten seudi, the price charged for the two-volume, over 1500-page Malta Illustrata, 
the largest publication of the Maltese eighteenth-centUlY press. 
Surviving press documentation provides data on the pattern of sal~f the 1773 set (Table 
2). Peak sales were reached in 1773 and 1776, coinciding with a change m the magistracy. By 
1778, 25 sets are documented as having been sold, motivating the further printing of 50 sets 
in late 1778. The lack of press records for the periods 1782-90 and 1794-98 does not allow the 
identification of the pattern of sales of the 1778 reprints, although sales are known to have 
continued during the 1790s. Neither can the possibility of further reprints during the 1780s 
and 1790s be excluded. 
Aimed towards wider dissemination were the print portraits of ruling grand masters in 
single-sheet format. As in the case of series, the commissioning of these portraits had a long-
standing tradition.39 The extent of their availability and dissemination prior to their local 
production can, however, hardly be ascertained. 
The accession and death of Grand Master Ximenes motivated the local printing of over 
1,300 portraits of him, 60 of which were coloured and printed on silk.4o The same plate, 
engraved by the Maltese artist Francesco Zimelli, was used for the portrait of the grand 
master featured on a Single-sheet theological dissertation, printed in 240 copies.41 Upon the 
accession of de Rohan, the press, on its own initiative, printed an unknown number of 
portraits of the new grand master to be sold at two tarl (Table 3). Another Single-sheet 
portrait of de Rohan is known to have been produced locally in 1786 (Table 3; Plate 1). The 
latter is known only through a surviving copy since the press records for 1786 are 10stY The 
production of the Ximenes and de Rohan Single-sheet portraits certainly occurred in substantial 
quantities and these were cheap enough for their acquisition by a wide spectrum of the 
population. As in the case of magistral painted portraiture produced for public consumption, 
their printed counterparts provided a relatively faithful image of the ruler within the all-
important regal setting. 
Plate l- The de Rohan p01trait (Malta, 1786) 
334 William Zammit 
Table 3 
Portraits of individual grand masters commissioned from tbe state press: 1756-81, 1791-93 
Date Commissioned Description Record References/ 
of commission by of portrait of sales Remarks 
1773 Antonio 1,255 portraits No data AOM 2054, 
Crespi of grandmaster available f. 19, item 55 
Ximenes, including (not a press 
60 coloured portraits, publication) 
printed on silk 
25.5.1775 Salvatore 250 theological No data AOM 2056, 
Imbert dissertations in single- available f. 4, item 7 
sheet format, comprising (not a press 
a pOltrait of grandmaster publication) 
Ximenes 
1775 The press 104 portraits of the late An unknown AOM 2056, 
grandmaster Ximenes number of f. 15, item 41 
copies sold 
in 1776. 
Priceun~wn 
1776 The press Portrait of grandmaster 1776777879 AOM 2057, 
de Rohan. Quantity 8081919293 f. 22, item 49 
unknown 1532 2764 8 
11 - - -
Sold at 2 tari each 
1786 No data Portrait of grandmaster No data Known 
available de Rohan. Quantity available through 
unknown a traced copy 
Source: AOM Libri Giornali della Stamperia di Sua Altezza Serenissima 2038-65 
Besides magistral portraiture, the local production of non-religious imagery in single-sheet 
was rather limited. Of the seven known commissions for the periods 1756-81,1791-93, four 
consisted of maps or plans and the other three of similarly politically-neutral material. 
Paucity in this case was probably due to a limited demand for prints depicting purely 
Maltese subjects, while the demand for non-Maltese themes was adequately satisfied through 
importation. The generally not very competent quality of local prints may also have resulted 
in the commissioning of material from abroad, although the extent of this practice is difficult 
to gauge. 
The twenty-odd known commissions for the printing of coats of arms consisted of requests 
for escutcheons of grand masters and bishops for their inclusion in publications and in the 
production of personal stationery. The latter practice was mostly restricted to members of the 
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Table 4 
Commissions of non-religious single-sheet imageJY from the state press: 1756-81, 1791-93* 
Date Commissioned Description References! 
of commission by of portrait Remarks 
20.2.1761 Giuseppe d'Angelo, 6 portraits of the AOM 2042, 
on request king of Savoy f. 2, item 9 
27.5.1763 Gioacchino Farrugia Figures for playing cards. AOM 2044, 
Quantity unknown f. 3v, item 18 
26.11.1766 Federico Vella, 50 plates for the AOM 2047, 
on request harbour master f. 8, item 42 
10.7.1769 Federico Vella, 15 copies of the AOM 2050, 
on request map of the Maltese islands f. 10, item 28." 
1770 Federico Vella, 61 plates for the AOM 2051, 
on request harbour master f. 4v, item 20 
1776 No data available 6 degree certificates AOM 2057, 
f. 17, item 37 
1777 Antonio Crespi 110 plans of the town AOM 2058, 
of Licata in Sicily f. 9, item 40 
'Excluding magistral portraiture (Table 3) 
"The same map as featured in G.A. Ciantar's Malta Illustrata (Vo!. I, Malta, 1772) 
Source: AOM Libri Giornali della Stamperia di Sua Altezza Serenissima 2038-65 
Order in their private or official capacities. Undoubtedly, the most heavily printed and 
impressively deSigned was that used for the Single-sheet bills of health. These were 
commissioned annually with print runs varying from 350 to 2,500 copies after 1756. The 
elaborately designed bills, featuring prominently the ruling grand master's escutcheon within 
a panoply of baroque decorative elements, were issued to all those leaving the island as an 
attestation of their freedom from contagious diseases. Their use went back decades prior to 
1756, as attested by surviving examples.43 
Far more widespread was the availability of printed Single-sheet imagery depicting religious 
themes. Marian, Christological, and depictions of the more locally popular saints and devotions 
were regularly commissioned from the state press. The local popularity of printed imagery of 
a devotional nature reflected the reality in southern European Catholic states during the 
period.4i 
The majority of devotional prints commissioned locally depicted Marian titles. Of these, 
the most popular were those of Our Lady of Good Counsel, the Immaculate Conception, and 
of Our Lady of Mount Carmel. Most of the commissions, especially the more substantial ones, 
were submitted by religious Orders or confraternities, with a tradition of devotion to that 
Plate If: 1beTal-Nerba print (Malta, 1781) 
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Table 5 
The production ojscapulars by the State press: 1756-81, 1791-93 
A. The Immaculate Conception 
Year Commissioned by Print run Remarks References 
1756 G. d'Angelo, on request 250 Printed on parchment 2038, f. 6v 
1759 The Confraternity of 400 Printed on parchment 2040, f. 7v 
the Immaculate 
Conception 
1761 G. d'Angelo, on request 300 Printed on parchment 2042, f. 13 
1763 The Confraternity of the No data Printed on parchment 2044, f. 6v 
Immaculate Conception available 
1768 The Confraternity of the 200 Printed on parchment 2049, f. 5 
Immaculate Conception 
1769 The Confraternity of the 300 Printed on parchment 2050, p. 7 
Immaculate Conception 
B. Other devotions 
Year Commissioned by Pri1lf run Remarks References 
1761 Revd. F. Grech, on request 400 Printed on parchment 2042, f. 13 
1762 Revd. F. Grech, on request No data available 2043, f. 4 
1767 The procurators of the 180 + 57 Printed on silk 2048, f. 6v 
confraternities of the 
Conception and of Mount Carmel 
1781 No data available 150 Printed on parchment 2062, p. 11 
Source: AOM Libri Giornali della Stamperia di Sua Altezza Serenissima 2038-65 
particular Marian title. Other commissions were submitted through the pressmen and so 
those requesting them are unknown. Thus, the Augustinian friars ofValletta commissioned a 
substantial amount of imagery depicting Our Lady of Good Counsel. These included orders 
for 3,375 and 1,500 images in 1761 and 1762 respectively. In 1763, the Marian title was 
declared patron and protector of the Augustinian province which comprised Sicily and the 
Maltese islands. Accordingly, an image of Our Lady of Good Counsel was venerated in evelY 
Augustinian church and a feast held in its honour:" During this celebration, devotional 
material in the form of medals and especially of devotional imagelY is known to have been 
distributed. Imagery was printed locally or at times imported, as in 1778 and 1781 when 
1,400 copies were printed in Catania for their distribution in Malta.16 Imagery depicting the 
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Immaculate Conception was mostly commissioned by the confraternity of that devotion 
erected in the church of the Franciscans Minor Conventual in Valletta in 1637. As in the case 
of the Good Counsel imagery, Immaculate Conception prints were distributed to the faithful 
during its feast-day:i7 Similarly, imagery depicting Our Lady of Mount Carmel was mostly 
commissioned by the confraternity bearing that title:i8 Apart from the three major Marian 
titles, other imagery comprised that of Our Lady of Sorrows, of the Holy Rosary, and Tal-
Herba. Printed scapulars also reflected the same pattern of commissions, consisting almost 
exclusively of Immaculate Conception, Good Counsel, and Mount Carmel iconography 
(Table 5). 
The most frequently commissioned imagery depicting Christ consisted of the Crucifixion 
and the Holy Sacrament. As in the case of its Marian counterpart, it was mostly requested by 
confraternities for distribution during feast-days. Prints depicting various saints and other 
devotions were regularly_ commissioned from the Maltese press by the secular and regular 
clergy, religious associations and lay individuals. 
The popularity of religious prints and scapulars point towards a widespread distribution 
among the population at large. Their acquisition by individuals hailing from both urban and 
rural areas and peltaining to different social classes is attested to by references to it in 
inquisitorial denunciations, particularly where blasphemy was involved. At times, prints 
reproduced and hence popularized paintings of particular cultic significance venerated in 
Maltese churches, as the Tal-Herba Marian print of 1781 (Plate II). The di~tribution of printed 
devotional imagelY to children during the teaching of catechism, doc~nted for the 1780s, 
was probably also practised during other decades:19 
A somewhat different genre of printed imagery was that used for the illustration of the 
written text. The local production of broadsheets containing both text and illustration was, in 
comparison with the production of single-sheet imagelY, very limited. Few examples of 
locally-produced devotional pieces of this type are, in fact, known. Their production by a 
modestly-equipped press and the higher costs involved probably played an important part in 
this. The non-utilization of printing for the commissioning of advertisement material in 
eighteenth-century Malta moreover resulted in the absence of a major category of printed 
product for which textual illustration was most convenient. The dearth of locally-produced 
printed advertisement literature contrasted with its widespread use in Western Europe and 
was probably due to the relative smallness of local urban and rural communities in which 
practising tradesmen and merchants were known well enough without their having to resort 
to the use of printed promotional materiapo Very occasionally this was made use of by 
foreigners visiting the island, in the hope of attracting business. These included street 
entertainers, theatre companies, and medical practitioners (Plate HI). 
More common, although reaching only a restricted audience, was printed imagery included 
in books in the form of illustrated title-pages, frontispieces, and other pictorial representations 
illustrating the text. Both imported and locally-printed books incorporated illustrative material, 
with the latter being included under some form in practically all the major local eighteenth-
centUlY publications. SI Illustrative material in books mostly depicted individuals, allegorical 
symbolisms of a political or religiOUS inspiration and the representation of remains, maps, 
and plans. What the portraits lacked in terms of dissemination they usually compensated in 
terms of artistic quality. They were usually commissioned from foreign, highly competent 
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engravers, as was the case with the set of grand masters' portraits included in Vertot's histOlY 
of the Order (1726, quarto edition). Other competently-executed print portraits were those of 
de Vilhena, featured in the published code of laws of 1726 and those of de Rohan (1780, 
1784). 
Some illustrative material contained within local publications, notably Giovanni Antonio 
Ciantar's Malta IlIustrata (1772, 1780) and Carlo Antonio Barbaro's Degli Avvanzi d'aJcuni 
Antichissimi Edifizi (1796) reinforced the printed texts' implicit affirmation of Malta's claimed 
vintage culture and civilization, independent of its connection with the Order. It may thus be 
regarded as having constituted a visual reflection of nascent Maltese eighteenth-century 
patriotism. In the symbolic representation of Malta in Giovanni Francesco Abela's standard 
history of Malta, published in 1647, the island derived its grandeur almost exclusively from its 
connection with the Order, with the allegorical figure being loaded with the Order's staple 
symbolism (Plate IV). In Ciantar's eighteenth-century revision of Abela's work, however, 
Malta's glory is visually depicted as being derived from the memories of its past, independent 
of its present ruling regime (Plate V)Y 
Coinage 
Undoubtedly coinage was the most widely disseminated art form in Malta, being owned and 
handled daily by all, even if in grossly unequal amounts. In contrast with the other three 
major forms of iconographical representation discussed above, the ~luction of coinage 
was exclusively the prerogative of the state, as embodied in the person of the grand master. 
The symbols of state power engraved on coinage in the form of the ruler's effigy, coats of 
arms and regal crown must have indeed been the only visual depiction of political power 
familiar to a substantial part of the rural population. 
What was standard practice in Europe since practically the adoption of coinage - that is 
the featuring of the ruler's image - was only adopted as a regular practice by the grand 
masters from about 1697 onwards. As in the case of other forms of iconographical 
representation, the Order's essentially religious character traditionally precluded its head 
from overt manifestations of secular power on coinage. Perellos' magistracy thus proved to 
be a turning point in this regard - as well as in others - where the communication of the 
ruler's political status to his subjects was concerned. An appreciable improvement in the 
artistic quality of the coinage was also achieved during this period. This reached its climax 
under Grand Master Manoel de Vilhena who had at his disposal the services of the renowned 
Maltese engraver Pietro Paolo Troisi.53 
Table 6 provides a breakdown of the iconographical designs featured on all of the Order's 
coinage, minted between 1697 and 1798. The regular and increasingly common depiction of 
the grand masters' effigy on the higher value gold and silver denominations (Column 2) was 
the most dramatic development in the iconographical design of the Order's coinage during 
the eighteenth century. Prior to Perellos, only Grand Masters L'Isle Adam and Lascaris are 
known to have had their effigy featured on some of their coinage.54 From Perellos' modest 
3.4 per cent of all denominations featuring his effigy, the figure went up to 46.9 per cent 
under Hompesch. The relatively modest figures of 12.4 per cent and 17.8 per cent under 
Pinto and de Rohan respectively resulted from the vast amount of copper denominations and 
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variants minted during the period and which never featured the mler's portrait. Besides 
providing all subjects with a commonly available and reasonably faithful depiction of what 
their mler actually looked like, the grand masters' image on the coinage acted as yet another 
reinforcer of the claim to sovereign power in a commonly available medium and one which 
overcame social class and physical barriers. Even if the gold coinage may not have actually 
been handled by all, the ruler's portrayal on silver would have reached the vast majority of 
the population. 55 The featuring of the grand masters' coat of arms, or parts of it, though not 
in itself innovative, increased sharply during the centUlY (Column 3). The arms were normally 
surmounted by the magistral hat with a ducal coronet and - from Pinto's rule onwards - by 
a royal closed crown. The prominent featuring of the closed crown on the grand master's 
escutcheon constituted the most far-reaching announcement of the adoption of absolutist 
sovereignty on the part of the Order's mlers. 
The gradually increasing presence of the grand masters' symbols of power on coinage was 
carried out mainly at the expense of religiOUS iconography (Column 4). Figures of StJohn the 
Baptist, Christ, and the Paschal Lamb, customarily featured on the Order'S sixteenth-and 
seventeenth-century coinage, became much less frequently utilized. Of the 96 different 
denominations and variants stmck under de Vilhena, only a mere four depicted a religious 
theme, showing St John the Baptist handing the Order'S colours to a kneeling grand master. 
Less dramatic but also appreCiable was the decline in the use of the Order's traditional 
symbols, namely its coat of arms and the eight-pointed cross (Colump 5). Moreover, the 
practice of relegating these symbols to the lower denomination silv~nd copper coinage, 
leaving the higher value pieces to the grand master's bust and escutcheon may also be 
discerned. Miscellaneous designs (Column 6) continued to comprise primarily the Joined 
Hands' symbol, used intermittently on copper coinage since the mle of de Valette in the 
sixteenth century. The lower copper denominations also occasionally featured the coin's 
value and its date on the reverse as its only design. Miscellaneous decorations featured on 
the higher denomination coinage consisted almost exclusively of the joined escutcheons of 
the Order and of the grand master, surmounted by a single closed crown. 
A parallel development with the increasing representation of absolute sovereignty on the 
coinage was the issue of medals commemorating the grand masters' achievements. Their 
striking, particularly from Pinto's rule onwards, became a much more frequent practice, with 
the medals invariably emphasizing the ruler's sovereign image.56 
The presence of anti-establishment imagery 
As elsewhere, artistic media could also be harnessed for tlle production of visual manifestations 
of protest. The four major media of visual communication utilized for the reinforcing of tile 
prevailing eighteenth-century political, religiOUS, and social milieux could tilus also, to varying 
extents, be adopted as potent weapons for its desacralization by the ever-growing number of 
contemporary critics. Of the four, the characteristics of printed imagery made it the most 
suitable visual medium to be harnessed for the onslaught throughout much of ancien regime 
Europe. The production of satirical prints after 1750 was particularly common in England, 
where greater political and press liberty existed.57 On the continent, anti-establishment prints 
were produced clandestinely by private presses. Elaborate networks for the production and 
Plate IV- Allegorical depiction of Malta (Abeia, 1647) 
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distribution of the material existed, perhaps the most notable being that run by the Swiss 
Societe Typographie de Neuchatel. In the more controlled areas of southern Europe, particularly 
in the Italian states and the Iberian peninsula, the presence of satirical imagery was more 
limited. The utilization of the other media of visual communication for attacking the 
establishment was generally more risky, expensive and, moreover, with less potential for 
dissemination. This did not, however, totally prevent their use. In pre-revolutionary France 
for instance, even the state coinage was tampered with by the addition of cuckold horns to 
the portrait of Louis XVI. 
The Maltese eighteenth-centl11Y context was much more similar to that prevailing in southern 
European states where the political and ecclesiastical controls, coupled with a more rigid 
social structure, presented formidable obstacles for the production and dissemination of all 
visual forms of criticism. The lack of private printing facilities, together with limited geographical 
size, made the exercise of control even more possible. The production of anti-establishment 
imagery was, given its nature, more difficult than that of its written counterpart. Constant 
contact with Europe and the permanent presence of Europeans familiar with, and having 
access to, prohibited printed imagery - notably the French - compensated for this only to a 
limited extent. 
Illicit imagery in eighteenth-centUlY Malta led a limited, precarious existence and may be 
subdivided into two major groups. These consisted of imagery specifically created to serve as 
criticism and the use of sanctioned imagery in a way as to transfo{m)t into a weapon of 
protest against the establishment. Manifestations of the first, much rater type of prohibited 
imagery in eighteenth-century Malta, comprised the use of political and ecclesiastical caricature 
and pornography. Grand Master Zondadari's (1720-22) attempts at enforcing observance and 
discipline within the Convent and his co-operative stance with the diocesan and inquisitorial 
authorities to achieve this objective, were subjected to what may possibly be the earliest 
recorded instance of political caricature in Malta. The image of an ox wearing the magistral 
hat flanked by a donkey wearing a mitre and a lamb wearing an ecclesiastical hat was 
discovered in a Valletta square in December 1720.sH The impersonification of ecclesiastics 
was also resotted to, not without adverse consequences. 59 The presence of pornographic 
imagery was increasingly recorded, particularly during the second half of the eighteenth 
centUly. Such imagety was locally available both as loose sheets as well as in the form of 
book illustrations. 
The utilization of the vast array of available sanctioned imagery for the expression of 
protest constitutes an interesting phenomenon. The practice seems to have been mostly 
limited to religious representations. Going back centuries, it remained among the most 
frequently reported offence to the inquisition down to the end of the eighteenth century and 
was resOlted to particularly by lower-class Maltese and foreigners. The practice involved the 
use of religious imagery in magical and superstitious practices by both Catholics and non-
Catholics, for the invocation of the devil, and - more commonly - imagety which became the 
subject of mockety in moments of intense anger and desperation. In all three cases religious 
statuaty, rosaries, and painted and printed imagety were used. 
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NON-ICONOGRAPHICAL VISUAL REPRESENTATION -
Architecture 
Maltese eighteenth-centUlY baroque architecture, especially the ecclesiastical and secular 
palatial edifices, has been extensively studied from a stylistic point of view.60 Their role as an 
expression of power and as examples of what has been succinctly described as 'consumption 
as a form of communication'61 has also recently been subject to scholarly attention. Roman 
baroque, the major source of inspiration for its Maltese counterpart, 
had a specific mission to fulfil, using in the process a language similar to that of a poem or a musical 
drama but on a more public level ... the power of the papal establishment, based as it was on a rare 
blend of religious and secular power of international dimensions, had to be communicated to one 
and all in no unclear language by the new baroque buildings and works of art ... In the context of 
contemporary dreams of universal dominance, this power had to be extended beyond the boundaries 
of the Papal States to Catholic lands outside Italy, particularly so when such countries were, as in the 
case of Malta, ruled by religious princes owing direct allegiance to the Pope in Rome."2 
The process of re-building or at least modifying most of the existing ecclesiastical and 
secular buildings, together with the construction of new ones, was certainly not limited to 
eighteenth-century Malta. It was part of a wider trend of asserting the glory and might of the 
powerful, whether these were the state, the Church, or the high-ranking members of society. 
Elaborate architectural projects certainly constituted one of the strongest statements of power 
and social prestige, the costly construction and upkeep of which was obvious to all and 
which the masses, employed in their construction, could not but compare them with their 
own humble abodes. 
The process of baroque re-building was initiated by the Order in Valletta after it obtained 
the services of Romano Carapecchia between the 1680s and his death in 1738. Carapecchia 
has been attributed to have 'single-handedly ... transpolted the rich legacy of Roman baroque 
... to what must be the southernmost centre of its manifestation in this continent'.63 Other 
foreign architects responsible for the propagation of baroque architecture included Charles 
Fran~ois de Mondion, active in Malta between 1715 and 1733. Followers of these two proceeded 
to transform the local architectural environment in the baroque style. This lasted until the late 
1770s, after which neo-classical architecture was gradually introduced. They were responsible 
forthe neartotal transformation of Valletta as well as for tlle proliferation of baroque throughout 
the island. Valletta was gradually transformed from a fortress-city housing a military Order to 
a microcosm of the European eighteenth-century ancien regime. The Order's conscious effort 
at re-building Valletta in tlle baroque style, as well as its commissioning of new building 
types, notably the theatre and gardens, constituted visual expressions of the adoption of the 
absolutist political philosophy increasingly present on the continent. Architecture thus furnished 
the Order and its individual members with a highly effective visual instrument announcing to 
all the transition from the traditional 'cloister' mentality to one in line with that of secular, 
aristocratic Europe. 
The baroque re-building of Mdina was carried out by Grandmaster de Vilhena between 
1722 and 1736 with the political aim of dominating the city at the expense of the Maltese 
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ecclesiastical and municipal authorities. M The 1693 earthquake had necessitated a programme 
of reconstruction of ecclesiastical edifices, notably the cathedral church, in a style no less 
awe-inspiring than the Order's own buildings in Valletta. De Vilhena's baroque projects for 
Mdina may be interpreted as a successful attempt at preventing the old city's architectural 
domination by the local ecclesiastical establishment.6) On the more strictly political level, de 
Vilhena's projects were intended as yet another means for the subjection of the Maltese 
nobility and municipal institution. The grand master's penetration into the last bulwark of 
Maltese political particularism and haughty aloofness was symbolized by the sumptuous 
baroque re-building of the grand master's palace just inside the city as well as by the profusion 
of the grand master's symbols of power dominating the city's reconstructed gate. Even more 
indicative was the omission of any symbol of the Maltese Universitas on its reconstructed 
municipal palace, with its architectural decoration consisting of military trophies more 
representative of the Order than of the Maltese. This symbolic taking-over of the physical 
seat of the Maltese Universitas had already been carried out in the case of the Valletta 
municipal palace by Zondadari, de Vilhena's immediate predecessor. The palace of the Gozo 
Universitas suffered a similar fate when it was reconstructed by de Vilhena in 1733, having 
the arms of the Order and of the grand master surmounted prominently on top of the edifice. 
Rather than 'extending the patronage of the Order to the old seat of Maltese nationalistic 
aspiration and in this way securing the allegiance of the native clerical and aristocratic 
establishments',66 de Vilhena's Mdina architectural projects may be in~rl1reted as specifically 
aimed towards the subjection of the last Maltese stronghold. Henceforth the grand masters' 
hold over the old Maltese capital was not to be limited to the traditional initial visit following 
their accession to the magistracy: it remained permanently present through architectural 
symbolism. Mdina, as much as Valletta, was thus claimed and successfully taken over by the 
Grandmaster. 
The Order's military architecture also increaSingly reflected the omnipresent might of the 
ruling elite. The ever expanding fortifications, notably the Floriana, Cotton era, and the string 
of harbourside forts had, by the eighteenth century, created an impregnably fortified complex 
primarily for defence against Muslim invasion, but also ominously pointing out towards the 
Maltese villages outside the Order's harbour headquarters. The baroque entrances to these 
fortifications, comprising written and visual expressions extolling the sovereign's virtues and 
power, were as much triumphal arches as they were military gateways. 
The Order's lead in the adoption of baroque architecture was very rapidly taken over by 
the Maltese ecclesiastical establishment as well as by the upper classes. The Maltese Church 
was indeed mainly responsible for what has been described as 'a rural version of Baroque 
culture through the building of a number of temples which now became larger and more 
ornamented internally'.67 The attraction of baroque permeated down to the lower classes of 
society who, impressed by the edifices of the cities which they themselves would have 
actually constructed, gradually adopted the style for their humble village abodes, giving rise 
to two-storey houses in the villages.68 
An interesting expression of power through the adoption of baroque was the utiliZation of 
architectural scenography by both the political and religious authorities. Increasingly elaborate 
ceremonial triumphal arches were used in ceremonies of possession by grand masters and, 
on a more modest extent, by bishops.69 A cappeJJa ardente was commissioned in 1726 for 
DEITA LA VERlTt LA STORI."\ ScRIV£ 
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Plate V: Malta deriving its glO1y from History (Ciantar, 1780) 
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use in St John's at solemn requiems following the demise of grand masters, popes, Catholic 
sovereigns, and other dignitaries./o The Mdina cathedral altar of repose was constructed 
between 1751 and 1752 and is a masterpiece of baroque scenographic art.?1 Less permanent 
than actual buildings, these scenographical compositions nevertheless contributed towards 
the projection of power and provide further strength to the assertion that 'the presence of 
baroque architecture in Malta in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, was nothing else 
but the result of a subtle political building exercise'.72 
Public spectacle, entertainment and theatrical activity 
The reinforcing of the established authorities through visual manifestations was also achieved 
through ceremony and entertainment. Innovation in this regard was twofold. First was a 
steady increase in the pomp with which all ceremonies were held, whether of a political, 
religious, public, or private nature, heralding what has been described as 'the shift from thrift 
to magnificence'.7J Running parallel with this was the gradual secularization of existing forms 
of spectacle and entertainment as well as the introduction of new, non-religious ones. 
Ostentatious and expensive displays impressed locals and visitors alike. The rituals performed 
in the conventual church appeared to a Protestant observer in 1770 'to be more overcharged 
with parade and ceremony than what I have ever observed even in any Catholic country'.?4 
The affirmation of the grand masters' political power was regularly manifested through the 
performance of various rituals. Of these, the most impressive inclll,fle~ the anniversaty of 
election (Compieannos), solemn entries in towns and villages (Posses'sf), and the granting of 
the papal stock and pilier. While the first two were hardly eighteenth-centuty innovations, 
the lavish way in which they were celebrated was. Perellos' admission of the Maltese elite to 
the hand-kissing ceremony held on his election anniversary was a public statement of his 
status as secular prince over the island and all its inhabitants.7; The increasingly rich baroque 
setting within which these celebrations were held further added moreover to their 
magnificence.76 The granting of the stock and pilier to the ruling grand master first took 
place under de Vilhena in 1725, with the honour being subsequently accorded to most of his 
successors. The celebration of this occasion was aimed to reach all strata of society. In 1747, 
three days of merry-making were announced, allowing the use of masks, carnival floats, and 
a coccagna.77 Moreover descriptions of such celebrations were often published. The exaltation 
of tlle powerful was not restricted to the grand master's person. Foreign rulers and local 
personalities were similarly accorded ostentatious displays on occasion of their achievements 
and demise./s Religious forms of public celebration remained of course as impressive as 
ever. Papal jubilees, blessings, consecrations, episcopal celebrations, thanksgivings, the arrival 
of relics, and the granting of indulgences all remained familiar forms of local celebrations, 
indeed performed with increasing elaboration. Voltaire's observation that the masses attended 
for religiOUS ceremonies for the same reason they went for public executions - in that they 
were free of charge - may, at least in part, explain local massive participation. While the 
presence of non-Catholics posed a challenge to religious orthodoxy, public spectacles of 
conversions to Catholicism, whether genuine or induced, provided awesome manifestations 
of Catholic triumphalism, at times bordering on the surreaJ.79 
The gradual secularization of public forms of entertainment also resulted in further 
manifestations of political power. The celebration of May (Caiendimaggio) assumed greater 
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political significance, particularly with the regular incllision of cantatas in praise of the ruling 
prince. As in the case of the stock and pilier function, the texts of the Calendimaggio cantatas 
were almost regularly published from the 1720s onwards.HO The celebration of essentially 
religious feasts such as Carnival also increasingly assumed secular elements, such as the use 
of decorated floats and the coccagna. H1 The religious authorities were relieved when the 
celebration of Carnival retained more of its religious character.H2 The regular utilization of the 
public theatre from the 1730s onwards was to result in an irreversible process of secularization 
of Carnival. 
By the close of the seventeenth century, theatres and theatrical performances in Europe -
particularly in the Italian peninsula - had moved away from being restricted to courtly circles 
and become an increasingly widespread means of entertainment, more so witl1 the evolvement 
of the impresarial systell1.H3 This development could not but be eventually reflected in Malta. 
In 1732 the first purposely-built and state-owned theatre was erected on the island. A permanent 
temple of lay entertainment was thus established for the first time. It was to harness an 
amalgam of artistic media for providing leisure of a secular, at times indeed of an anticlerical 
inspiration and, both directly and indirectly, constitute a new means for the celebration of 
political power. 
Local theatrical activity following the establishment of the Teatro Pubblico down to the 
end of the Order's rule has been the subject of a number of studies.IV' To the ever-expanding 
list of known performances held at the public theatre between 1732 and 1798, Il Temistocle 
(1740), Astiage (1741), and Il Padre di Famiglia (1759) can now be added.s> Much less, 
however, is known about local theatrical activity in the decades immediately preceding 1732. 
A study of the regular flow of correspondence between the apostolic delegate on the island 
and the Roman secretariat of state has, however, proved particularly fruitful where stage 
performances and indeed other forms of spectacle and entertainment in eighteenth-centUIY 
Malta are concerned. It is indeed this source which not only provides new information 
regarding tl1eatrical activity in Malta before 1732, but it also sheds light upon a major motivation 
for Grandmaster de Vilhena's decision to establish a public theatre. 
Besides the holding of balls and other fOIms of spectacle, members of the Order - particularly 
the Italian knights - took an active interest in the organization of stage performances, notably 
serious and comic opera, as well as drama. This interest is known to go back to at least the 
first decades of the seventeenth century. The performance, during January and Februaty 
1702, of an unnamed comedy by Italian knights, on the initiative and expense of the general 
of the galleys Prior Viani, throws light upon one possible motivation for the establishment of 
a fully-fledged public theatre three decades later. The comedy was initially to be performed 
at Viani's own private residence.S6 Viani had evidently spared no expense to provide an 
impressive spectacle which he hoped to be patronized by the presence of the grand master 
himself. This, however, could not take place since it was not customary for the grand master 
to visit the private residences of members of the Order. Viani's determination, however, 
resulted in the setting up of an alternative theatre - presumably of a temporary nature - in 
the palace of the generals of the galleys on Vittoriosa quay, which was Viani's official 
residence.B7 This resulted in the holding of a gala performance in Perellos' presence on the 
afternoon of Sunday, 12 Februaty. The elaborate and expensive ceremony marking the grand 
master's visit to Vittoriosa and his patronage of the performance were sufficiently impressive 
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to have them reported in detail to Rome by Inquisitor Messerano.88 The episode is not only 
the earliest known recorded attendance of a reigning grand master at a theatrical performance, 
but also constitutes an example of the increasing manifestation of the grand masters' emphasis 
upon their status of secular princes rather than merely heads of an austere religious and 
militalY Order. FUither performances of the comedy continued throughout February, probably 
in Viani's private residence, with considerable expense but hardly anything approaching 
success.89 Viani's interest in the theatre is known to have continued in 1703. The pelformance 
of a comedy by Sienese knights in the auberge of Italy in February of that year was followed 
up by sumptuous refreshments proVided at Viani's expense. As in 1702, the spectacle was 
held in the grand master's presence.90 
Subsequent theatrical activity during the first decades of the eighteenth century is reasonably 
well documented. The 1704-05 season witnessed the staging of the earliest known opera 
identified by name, Apostolo Zeno's La Caduta dei Decemviri. The performance was preceded 
by much preparation and expectation on the part of the Order's members.91 The performance 
proved successful, with numerous knights attending.92 Unfortunately the theatre where the 
opera was staged is not identified. During the 1707-08 season no fewer than three different 
operas are known to have been performedY3 Local enthusiasm for the theatre was reflected 
not only in the interest taken in performances held on the island, but also in those staged 
elsewhere, as in the case of those being prepared in Messina during late 1712.9' That same 
season saw the performance of no less than two operas in Malta, La ~f:Jlda and Venceslao. 
The first, performed in JanualY in what was described as questo pIccolo teatro, enjoyed 
reasonable success. Venceslao was staged during the following month and enjoyed even 
greater popularity (Plate VI).9) 
Such theatrical spectacle, although not known to have been specifically reserved for members 
of the Order, was evidently intended primarily for their entertainment.96 Maltese interest in 
the theatre was also not absent. In February 1703 a group of unidentified Maltese staged a 
comedy which enjoyed some successy7 In 1721, the musicians of Mdina staged an opera in 
the theatre of that city for two weeks. Subsequently the actors had the opera performed in 
VallettaYs Information regarding the language in which these early theatrical spectacles by 
Maltese were performed is frustratingly unavailable. 
The foundation of the Teatro Pubblico in 1732 was effectively to result in the permanent 
establishment of the impresarial system on the island, guaranteeing the holding of stage 
performances on a reasonably professional and regular basis. Other theatres of a more or 
less temporary nature did, however, continue to host performances both within and outside 
the capital. The tracing of the original contracts drawn up between the Fondazione ManoeJ, 
which was responsible for the administration of the public theatre, and the impresarios down 
to 1798 enables a better understanding of the way in which the institution functioned within 
the local eighteenth-century context. (see page 291) 
The fact that no impresario for the first two years of the theatre's functioning has been 
traced raises the possibility that between January 1732 and April 1734 the theatre did not 
have an impresario, but performances were staged on the initiative of members of the Order 
or visiting companies. Indeed, the very first performance held, Scipione Maffei's La Merope, 
is known to have been acted out by members of the Order.99 This and other gaps may also, 
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Plate VI: Title-page ofVenceslao libretto (Venice, 1723) 
however, be due to untraced contracts. In January 1770, for instance, it is known that a 
celtain Natala Farrugia was impresario even though her contract has not been traced.lOo 
The communicative role of visual elements, given the prevailing political, religious, and 
social controls in ancien regime Europe essentially served as a fundamental reinforcer of the 
prevailing power structures. In the Maltese case, it was nothing less than a process of 
institutional aggrandizement through art. The observation that 'images can be as powerful 
when they attempt to defend or exalt the status quo as when they seek to change or reshape 
the outlook of their age'lOJ describes in a nutshell the Maltese eighteenth-century context. 
Increasingly throughout that century, the spectrum of public visual experience and lifestyles 
communicated to local society the new ideas of political absolutism and worldly grandeur 
arrogated by the ruling political and ecclesiastical regimes. In their entirety, they constituted 
nothing less than an ongoing theatrical spectacle, the most widely intelligible vehicle 
announcing to the island's population at large the transformation of the seventeenth century 
post-Reformation power structures into yet another manifestation of European ancien regime. 
By contrast, the visual communication of protest - persecuted as always -led an underground 
but not irrelevant existence, contributing towards the creation of a class sceptical of those 
ideas which provided the justification for the existence of the prevailing ruling regimes. 
Appendix 
lm.oresarios of the Public Theatre· Z7)4-gS 
Impresario Period References/Remarks 
Francesco Paulucci of Valletta 8.4.1734 to Carnival 1735 NAV R.182/36, Not. G.D. Chircop, 
f. 448", dated 8.4.1734 
Anna Maria Bonfili of Milan, 10.10.1735 to Carnival 1736 NAV R.182/38, Not. G.D. Chircop, 
ff. 156'-8, dated 10.10.1735 currently residing at Valletta 
Melchiore Prevost Lapparella 
[sic] of Valletta 
Melchiore Prevost Lapparella 
[sic] of Valletta 
Andrea Belli of Valletta 
Vincenzo Gam on behalf of 
his brother-in-law, 
Andrea Belli of Valletta 
Andrea Belli of Valletta 
Alessandro de Vita and 
Filippo Leone, both of Valletta 
Filippo Leone and Alessandro 
de Vita, both of Valletta 
Alessandro de Vita of Valletta 
Grazia, widow of Michele 
Geraci of Calabria and her 
son-in-law Michel'Angelo 
Potenza of Fasano 
Giuseppe Bonanno, 
Gaetano Giglio, Giovanni 
Artuffo, Nicodemo Calcino, 
Michel'Angelo de Franco and 
Isidoro Lupachini, 
from various countries 
Giovanni Artuffo of Piedmont 
Giacobo Nelua of Bologna 
Giulio de Santis of Valletta 
Autumn 1736 to Carnival 1737 NAV R.182/38, Not. G.D. Chircop, 
ff. 262'-4, dated 10.11.1735 
Autumn 1737 to Carnival 1738 NAV R.182/38, Not. G.D. Chircop, 
ff. 731'-3, dated 29.5.1736 
1.9.1738 to Carnival 1739 
1.9.1739 to Carnival 1740 
28.3.1742 to last day 
of Carnival 1743 
First day ofLent 1743 to last 
day of Carnival 1745 
12.1.1745 to last day 
of Carnival 1745 
1.9.1745 to last day 
of Carnival 1746 
22.11.1749 to last day 
of Carnival 1750 
24.12.1750 to last day 
of Carnival 1751 
9.1.1751 to last day 
of Carnival 1752 
16.2.1752 to last day 
of Carnival 1754 
1.12.1753 to last day 
of Carnival 1754 
NAV R.182/40, Not. G.D. Chircop, 
ff. 483'-5, dated 22.4.1738 
NAV R.182/41, Not. G.D. Chircop, 
ff. 516'-8, dated 22.4.1739 
NAV Not. G. Callus; 
AOM Treas. A 29, ff. 2'-4, 
dated 28.3~2 
NAV Not. G. Callus; AOM 
Treas. A 29, ff. 23-5, dated 
6.12.1742. Leone became 
involved on 15.12.1742 
NAV Not. G. Callus; AOM 
Treas. A 29, f. 36', dated 12.1.1745 
NAV Not. B.M. Callus; AOM Treas. 
A 29, ff. 42-3, dated 1.9.1745 
NAV Not. B.M. Callus; AOM Treas. 
A 29, ff. 66'-7', dated 21.11.1749 
NA V Not. B.M. Callus; AOM Treas. 
A 29, ff. 80-1, dated 24.12.1750. 
Contains reference 
to Giulio de Santis 
NA V Not. B.M. Callus; AOM 
Treas. A 29, ff. 81'-2, 
dated 30.8.1751. 
NA V Not. B.M. Callus; 
AOM Treas. A 29, ff. 83'-5, 
dated 17.1.1752 
NA V Not. B.M. Callus, 
AOM Treas. A 29, ff. 91-2, 
dated 29.11.1753 
Giulio de Santis of Valletta 
Giulio de Santis of Valletta 
Francesco Masgumieri of 
Venice, currently residing 
on the island 
Francesco Masgumieri of 
Venice, currently residing 
on the island 
Giulio de Santis of Valletta 
Baldassare Grech of Valletta 
Giulio de Santis of Valletta 
Francesco Mancini of Naples 
5.11.1754 to last day 
of Carnival 1755 
1.9.1755 to last day 
of Carnival 1756 
18.11.1757 to last day 
of Carnival 1758 
14.10.1758 to last day 
of Carnival 1759 
1.9.1759 to last day 
of Carnival 1760 
1.4.1765 to last day 
of Carnival 1766 
1.4.1766 to last day 
of Carnival 1767 
1.9.1770 to last day 
of Carnival 1771 
Pasquale Quintavalle of Ancona 19.10.1776 to last day 
of Carnival 1777 
Angiolo Panacci of Venice, Autumn 1777 to last day 
on his behalf and on that of a of Carnival 1778 
comic and dance performing 
company of 20 persons 
not on the island 
Francesco Piccoli of Crema 21.9.1777 to 31.10.1777 
and Pasquale Almirante 
of Naples 
Pasquale Almirante of Naples 1.9.1778 to last day 
of Carnival 1779 
Pasquale Almirante of Naples 1.9.1779 to last day 
of Carnival 1780 
Pasquale A1mirante of Naples 27.9.1780 to last day 
of Carnival 1781 
Pasquale Almirante of Naples 25.9.1781 to last day 
of Carnival 1782 
Pasquale A1mirante of Naples 24.9.1782 to last day 
of Carnival 1783 
Pasquale Almirante of Naples 29.4.1784 to last day 
of August 1784 
Angelo Nani of Valletta 22.9.1783 to last day 
of Carnival 1784 
NA V Not. B.M. Callu~, 
AOM Treas. A 29, ff.101'-2" 
dated 9.11.1754 
NAV Not. B.M. Callus, 
AOM Treas. A 29, ff. 106'-7" 
dated 1.10.1755 
NA V Not. B.M. Callus, 
AOM Treas. A 29, ff. 120-1', 
dated 18.11.1757. Contains 
reference to Giulio de Santis 
NAV Not. B.M. Callus, 
AOM Treas. A 29, ff. 132-3', 
dated 14.10.1758. Contains 
reference to Giulio de Santis 
NA V Not. B.M. Callus, AOM Treas. 
A 29, ff. 137'-9, dated 10.10.1759 
NA V Not. B.M. Callus, AOM Treas. 
A 29, ff. 178-80, dated 21.5.1765 
NAV Not. V. Grillet, AOM Treas. 
A 30, ff. 13'-5" dated 10.5.1766 
NA V Not. V. Grillet, AOM Treas. 
A 30, ff. 73-4" dated 26.10.1770 
NA V Not. V. Grillet; AOM Treas. 
A 30, ff. 104-6, dated 19.10.1776 
NAV Not. V. Grillet; AOM Treas. 
A 30, ff. 106'-9, dated 20.12.1776. 
Contract made subject to the 
grandmaster's continued approval 
NAV Not. V. Grillet; AOM Treas. 
A 30, ff. 109-11, dated 20.9.1777 
NA V Not. V. Grillet; AOM Treas. 
A 30, ff. 111-4, dated 3.9.1778 
NAV Not. V. Grillet; AOM Treas. 
A 30, ff. 114'-7, dated 14.9.1779 
NAV Not. V. Grillet; AOM Treas. 
A 30, ff. 142'-7, dated 27.9.1780 
NA V Not. V. Grillet; AOM Treas. 
A 30, ff. 171'-6', datecl25.9.1781 
NA V Not. V. Grillet; AOM Treas. 
A 31, tT. 3-7, dated 24.9.1782 
NA V Not. V. Grillet; AOM Treas. 
A 31, ff. 16-9, dated 29.4.1784. 
Note regarding the withdrawal 
of Almirante from the contract 
NA V Not. V. Grillet; AOM Treas. 
A 31, ff. 11-6, dated 22.9.1783 
Angelo Nani of Valletta 
Angelo Nani of Valletta and 
Francesco Mancini of Naples 
Angelo Nani of Valletta 
Angelo Nani of Valletta 
Francesco Mancini of Naples 
Giuseppe La Leta of Valletta 
Giuseppe La Leta of Valletta 
Angelo Nani of Valletta 
Angelo Nani of Valletta 
Francesco Mancini of Naples 
Francesco Mancini of Naples 
Domenico Caissler of 
Germany, residing 
on the island 
Domenico Caissler of 
Germany, residing 
on the island 
Rosario di Maio of Palermo, 
currently residing at Valletta 
9.10.1784 to last day 
of Carnival 1785 
18.6.1785 to last day 
of Carnival 1786 
24.9.1785 to last day 
of Carnival 1786 
28.9.1786 to last day 
of Carnival 1787 
27.9.1787 to last day 
of Carnival 1788 
17.9.1788 to last day 
of Carnival 1789 
First day of Lent to last day 
of Carnival 1790 
16.5.1791 to last day 
of Carnival 1792 
1.5.1792 to last day 
of Carnival 1793 
1.4.1793 to last day 
of Carnival 1794 
1.5.1794 to last day 
of Carnival 1795 
3.3.1795 to last day 
of Carnival 1796 
27.3.1796 to last day 
of Carnival 1797 
For three years starting from 
last of Lent 1797 
Rosario di Maio of Palermo and For three years starting from 
Domenico Bianco of Catania, last day of Lent 1797 
both currently residing at Valletta 
Calcedonio Mizzi of Valletta 25.1.1797 to end 
and Diego Cannizzaro of of Carnival 1798 
Catania, currently residing 
at Valletta and others acting as 
procurators for Di Maio and Bianco 
NAV Not. V. Grillet; AOM Treas. 
A 31, ff. 19-24" dated 9.10.1784 
NAV Not. V. Grillet; AOM Treas. 
A 31, ff. 24'-7" dated 18.6.1785 
NA V Not. V. Grillet; AOM Treas. 
A 31, ff. 27'-33, dated 24.9.1785 
NAV Not. V. Grillet; AOM Treas. 
A 31, ff. 39'-44, dated 28.9.1786 
NAV Not. V. Grillet; AOM Treas. 
A 31, ff. 44'-9, dated 3.10.1787 
NAV Not. V. Grillet; AOM Treas. 
A 31, ff. 63'-9, dated 17.9.1788 
NA V Not. V. Grillet; AOM Treas. 
A 31, ff. 69"-73" dated 31.3.1789 
NAV Not. G.N. Monreal; AOM Treas. 
A 31, ff. 102'-8" dated 16.5.1791 
NAV Not. G.N. Monreal; AOM Treas. 
A 31, ff. 109-12', dated 4.6.1792 
NAV Not. G.N. Monreal; AOM Treas. 
A 31, ff. 112v-6, dated 5.4.1793 
NAV Not. G.N. Monreal; AOM Treas. 
A 31, ff. 1~1', dated 24.5.1794 
NAV Not. G.N. Monreal; AOM Treas. 
A 31, ff. 132-7, dated 3.3.1795 
NAV Not. G.N. Monreal; AOM Treas. 
A 31, ff. 170'-4, dated 26.9.1796 
NAV R.368/16, Not. G.N. Monreal, 
ff. 703-12', dated 15.11.1796.* 
NAV R.368/16, Not. G.N. Monreal, 
ff. 715-9', dated 16.11.1796. 
See also above 
NAV R.368/17, Not. G.N. Monreal, 
ff. 263'-8, dated 25.1.1797 
'm Maio was leased the theatre from Domenico Caissler. The latter had been, in late 1795, promised 
the granting of the lease for a five-year period through a magistral rescript. Caissler was however 
unable to honour his obligations. 
Source: Contracts drawn between 8.4.1734 and 1.9.1739 as well as those drawn on 15.11.1796, 
16.11.1796 and 25.1.1797 are only known through the original NAV records. Copies of the other 
contracts are available in the AOM Treas. volumes, as indicated. 
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